It is testimony to the power of ancient Greek ideas, ideas that James I. Porter calls 'some of the most persistent ideals ever known, indeed some of the most profoundly constitutive ideologies of modernity', that we often know more about the ancient Greek texts than we do about the Victorian women who reinvigorated, reinvented and revised such texts.
1 Whilst Victorian women actively engaged with and (re)produced the ancient past for contemporary and future audiences, they were largely forgotten by posterity and by the literary tradition they helped to enrich and uphold. Recent feminist scholarship has made more and more Victorian female Hellenists visible. A much more convoluted picture of Victorian Hellenism, intellectual and literary culture and 'first-wave' feminism has consequently emerged. Yet, the sense of frustration and disaffection which permeates women's Hellenic writing in the late nineteenth century is often ignored, as is the desire of women writers to challenge and modify ancient Greek texts and paradigms. As James Porter suggests, 'one need not take the "greatness" of the classical past for granted. One can instead ask how this claim to distinction came into existence and evolved, how it was sustained, transformed, questioned, perverted and so on.' 2 It remains intellectually and politically imperative to acknowledge the dark, prejudicial, anti-democratic impulses within Victorian Hellenism if we are ever to understand why it was so important for so many Victorian women to write themselves into the classical tradition in the first place.
As we have seen, the positive benefits for women writers of revising established female characters from myth and ancient literature are numerous. Firstly, appropriating canonical texts or mythological narratives gives one access to discourses invested with immense cultural power and authority, typically denied women. Yet, by approaching classical subjects from an explicitly gendered position, women writers are able to expose the mythological and literary narratives of the past as predominantly stories of male experience. In so doing, women may reveal the extent to which all historical and mythological narratives are gendered and ideologically fraught.
By complicating notions of gender, as well as foregrounding it as a subjective position, writers may also explore the relationships between sex, gender, sexual practice and desire. Indeed, the ancient past may be seen as particularly useful conceptual space for exploring 'sexuality', from a non-contemporaneous point of view. Potentially explosive emotions and controversial subjects can also be seen to be explored at a 'safe' distance. Writing from within the classical tradition, women are also able to challenge readers' assumptions about the past and question the value of individual myths for the future. Furthermore, integral to the revision of 'classic' texts or myths are the wider cultural issues of scholarship, translation, transmission and interpretation.
These complex cultural issues are addressed by Adrienne Rich in her seminal essay, 'When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision' (1971). Rich's 'call to literature' is worth quoting at length:
Re-vision -the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical direction -is for women more than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival. Until we can understand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know ourselves. And this drive to self-knowledge, for women, is more than a search for identity: it is part of our refusal of the self-destructiveness of maledominated society. A radical critique of literature, feminist in its impulse, would take the work first of all as a clue to how we live, how we have been living, how we have been led to imagine ourselves, how our language has trapped as well as liberated us, how the very act of naming has been till now a male prerogative, and how we can begin to see and name -and therefore live -afresh. 3 In the last decades of the twentieth century, with the advent of second-and third-wave feminism, women writers have returned to the disturbing and tragic figures from Greek literature and mythology. In the work of Sylvia Plath, Sandra Gilbert, Rachel Blau DuPlessis, Margaret Atwood and Christa Wolf, amongst many others, the violently transgressive woman of myth has made something of a comeback. 4 Ostriker notes that 'when they traffic in the demonic, women poets have produced some of the most highly charged images in recent [American] poetry'.
5 As with the literary protagonists of nineteenth-century women, it would be a mistake to interpret these raging female characters simply as figures of protest, which they most certainly are, or cathartic expressions of anger. Instead, critics like Alicia Ostriker choose to celebrate women poets as positively subversive 'thieves of language', who redefine both woman and culture:
Whenever a poet employs a figure or story previously accepted and defined by a culture, the poet is using myth, and the potential is always
